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BY PAUL CULOTTA 


A deadly sense of humor 


Artwork by P.L. Wolf 


Paul thanks the TSR designers of the 
Realm of Terror for putting out lots of 
good accessories that inspire adventures 
such as this one. 


“Laughing Man” is an AD&D® 
RAVENLOFT® short adventure for 4-8 PCs, 
levels 5-9 (about 40 levels total). It can 
be used easily as a random encounter in 
“The Price of Revenge” (issue #42) or 
“Felkovic’s Cat” (issue #50) since those 
adventures are also set in Valachan, the 
core land of this scenario. With some 
changes in the background, a DM could 
also run it elsewhere in the Domain of 
Dread, such as near Castle Forlorn, an 
area replete with ghosts. 


For the Dungeon Master 


The ghost Hugo was a trapper who was 
murdered one night at his campfire. He 
was slain by a crossbow bolt in the back 
of the head as he was laughing heartily 
at a joke told by one of his companions. 
Death was instantaneous, as was the 
creation of his ghost. At first his spirit 
was perplexed; it could not help his 
companions as they were butchered by 
outlaws. Later he realized what had 
happened, and since then his haunting 
laughter has terrified many a Valachan 
inhabitant. He is known as the Laugh- 
ing Man of Valachan and is mentioned 
in Van Richten’s Guide to Ghosts (pages 
17-18). 

The most terrified victim of the 
Laughing Man was Mordal, the assas- 
sin who led the bandits who killed Hugo 
and his fellow trappers. Once he real- 
ized his powers, Laughing Man hunted 
down each of Mordal’s followers and 
killed them with his aging ability or his 
keening. Mordal fled to his liege, Baron 
Urik von Kharkov, the darklord of 
Valachan, but the powerful nosferatu 
vampire felt betrayed by the senseless 
murder of his subjects (his precious 
“cattle”). As punishment, he impris- 
oned Mordal in the dark dungeons of 
Castle Pantara. 

This incarceration was long and cruel 
because von Kharkov tortured Mordal 
in a slow, painful way. The darklord had 
previously given the assassin a magical 
dagger, the fang of the nosferatu. (See 
sidebar for details.) The blade makes 
demands on its owner; he must let it 
“drink” blood each day, for if the blade 
starves it slowly kills its owner ( -1 hp 
per day). Instead of using the blade on 
Mordal, von Kharkov kept it just out- 
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side his cell so that the assassin would 
die a little bit each day. Whenever Mor- 
dal got close to death (1 hp left), von 
Kharkov would kill animals with the 
dagger, restoring all but one of Mordal’s 
hit points and starting the process all 
over again. It took three years for Mor- 
dal to die. 

Laughing Man found Mordal lan- 
guishing in the baron’s dungeons, and 
the ghost laughed and laughed. Mordal 
could do nothing to shut it up. When he 
died, it was with three years worth of 
Hugo’s giggling, howling, and guffaw- 
ing ringing in his ears. 

A few days later, Mordal’s ghost arose 
and found that it was still cursed with 
ownership of the fang, but in a different 
way. As long as he owned the evil blade, 
his soul would not be released and he was 
doomed to an undead state. He tried 
everything to get rid of it (throwing it 
down a well, tossing it in a fire, and so 
on), but it always came back. So he left 
Castle Pantara and tried to give the blade 
away. Mordal’s ghost is one of very few 
spirits that can take corporeal form, and 
this should have given him the edge he 
needed to get rid of the fang. 

But it was not to be, because Hugo the 
Laughing Man immediately realized 
what Mordal was up to. Each time Mor- 
dal tried to give the cursed blade away, 
Hugo would laugh, softly at first, then 
louder the closer the recipient came to 
taking the fang. Hugo’s innate invisibil- 
ity made the situation all the more 
unnerving to whoever was offered the 
dagger. Each time Mordal tried to give 
it away, the person would run away in 
fear or Mordal would kill him in frus- 
trated rage. 

Now Mordal has found a group of 
sturdy adventurers (the PCs) who might 
take the fang and rid him of Hugo’s 
eternally pestering laughter so he can 
rest in peace. 


The Ghosts 


The PCs are in the wilderness and have 
stopped to make camp on a damp, misty 
night. A dirty, bleeding, emaciated man 
staggers into their camp. It does not 
matter how closely the PCs have been 
keeping guard because the man is really 
Mordal, who quickly assumed corporeal 
form when the PCs were not looking 
(although they have reason to be suspi- 
cious if he slipped past several of their 
traps, guards, or magical wards). 

The man identifies himself as Timo- 


thy Cheever, a resident of Habelnik, 
and begs the PCs for sanctuary. He 
appears and claims to be terribly hun- 
gry, thirsty, and faint from loss of blood. 
All he is wearing are some tattered 
clothes, old boots, and a sheathed dag- 
ger. His fresh wounds seem quite real 
but are the result of Mordal’s ability to 
create illusions. (See VRGG, pages 37- 
38.) His haggard appearance, on the 
other hand, is legitimate (what he 
looked like when he died; see VRGG, 
page 15). Clerics appear to bind his 
wounds successfully, cast healing spells, 
and so on, as Mordal subtly manipu- 
lates the illusory wounds to conform to 
the PCs’ ministrations. Because he is 
solid, Mordal also can eat and drink, 
and he will devour anything offered to 
him as though he has not eaten for 
days. Indeed, he is so thin that his 
cheekbones are pronounced and the 
outline of his rib cage shows clearly 
through holes in his dirty shirt. 

“Timothy” then spins an incredible 
tale to the PCs. He says he is an appren- 
tice to a wizard named Felkovic, who 
sent him to this part of the woods to 
find the “Dagger of Valachan,’ a prized 
magical item that was in a hidden 
crypt. Unfortunately, it was guarded by 
a “big, evil, furry beast with long, sharp 
claws and teeth” that wounded him 
horribly, but he escaped with his life 
and the dagger. He has been running for 
nearly a day and believes he has lost 
the monster. He remarks how grateful 
he is to the PCs for giving him refuge 
and promises that if they escort him 
back to the town of Habelnik, his mas- 
ter will give them a large reward. 

The PCs should be quite suspicious by 
now, as there are plenty of holes in 
Timothy’s story. How could Timothy 
look so emaciated after only one day of 
running? He might have lost a few 
pounds, certainly, but not enough to 
look quite so gaunt. And then there is 
the fresh blood from the wounds. Surely 
some of it would have clotted after a full 
day, but Mordal has overlooked this 
detail. The story about his mission 
doesn’t hold up either: Why would a 
wizard send an apprentice to secure an 
important magical item rather than a 
team of adventurers (or just go himself)? 
And how did an apprentice escape from 
an apparently ruthless and powerful 
guardian? And what is he doing out 
here with no equipment at all? 

If the PCs start asking these hard 
questions, Timothy gets defensive, pulls 


the dagger out, and offers it (hilt first) 
to the sturdiest fighter, saying, “As a 
gesture of my good will and innocence, 
here, keep the dagger until we get to 
town. It’s my only weapon. I lost my 
others at the crypt.’ As soon as this 
happens, the invisible Hugo, who has 
been listening quietly to Mordal’s latest 
ploy, starts a slow, eerie, hideous chuck- 
le from the edge of the PCs’ camp. 

If the PCs don’t act suspicious, a curi- 
ous PC may ask to see the dagger. If no 
one does, Timothy will mention it to a 
wizard PC. (“‘Listen, I have the dagger 
here. Could you work some magic and 
tell me what it does?”) Again, Hugo 
starts his hideous chuckling. 

Whenever Laughing Man starts, Mor- 
dal exclaims furiously: “Oh, no, it’s the 
guardian of the crypt! It’s back! It track- 
ed me!” Then he drops to his knees, 
pulls out the dagger, and begs a warrior 
PCs: “Please, I recognize its laughter! It 
always laughs. Take this magical dag- 
ger and use it to defeat the monster! I 
have no chance! Please, I beg you!” 

This makes Laughing Man laugh 
even harder. The closer the dagger gets 
to the PC (or the PC to the dagger), the 
louder the laughing grows. Conversely, 
the farther one gets from the dagger, 
the softer the laughing becomes, but it 
never stops while the dagger is un- 
sheathed. 

If a PC is about to touch the dagger, 
Hugo yells out, between booming cack- 
les, “Don’t do that, or I'l] have to kill 
you, ha ha!” And Timothy, who by now 
has a feral gleam in his eye, cries des- 
perately, “Come on, take it! What are 
you waiting for? It won’t hurt you!” 

If a PC takes the dagger, the laughter 
immediately stops, and a bright evil 
grin lights up Timothy’s face. He laughs 
heartily and booms out, ‘‘Well, Hugo, it 
looks like the last laugh is on you! Free 
at last!” And then he fades away, laugh- 
ing as his spirit is now free. 

Hugo emerges from the woods in semi- 
corporeal form, enraged with the cross- 
bow bolt in the back of his head 
showing clearly. He chuckles, “‘Didn’t 
believe me, huh? Well, now you must 
pay the price, fool!” And with that he 
lets out with the most awful, fiendish, 
howling cackle imaginable. This is 
Hugo’s form of keening. If the keening 
does not kill whoever took the dagger, 
Hugo will attack with his natural aging 
ability. 

Hugo, the Laughing Man (2nd mag- 
nitude Ravenloft ghost): INT very; AL 
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The Fang of the Nosferatu 


The following is an abbreviated de- 
scription of the material on pages 
133-134 of “Realm of Terror” in the 
RAVENLOFT campaign set (pages 29-30 
of “Oaths of Evil” in the Forbidden 
Lore boxed set). Enough is presented 
here to run the adventure, but the 
DM is encouraged to review this 
cursed dagger in detail. 

The fang of the nosferatu is an 
extraordinary dagger +3 that has 
strange symbols etched into its hard- 
ened steel blade. The symbols are 
filled with ruby dust, making them 
look like writing in blood. The han- 
dle is wrapped in a strange black 
hide, and the pommel has a fine ruby 
mounted in its end. The guard is 
oval, with the surface facing the 
blade carved to look like a vampire 
about to feed. 

When the fang hits and is left in 
the body, it drains an additional 3 hp 
per round. For each round that the 
owner scores a hit with the dagger, 
he regains 1 hp. With the fang, the 
owner (but not his equipment) can 
shapechange into a wolf or bat with 
maximum hit points. 

There are drawbacks to owning the 
fang of the nosferatu. Because the 
blade lusts for blood, it must inflict a 
wound and draw blood from a living 
creature each day, or the owner loses 
1 hp, which can be recovered only by 
a heal or wish spell, or by using the 
dagger. Killing animals will satisfy 
the fang, but once a month it re- 
quires blood from an intelligent 
creature. The bond between the dag- 
ger and owner is permanent, broken 
only by the owner’s death. Even 
then, the bond to the owner’s ghost 
will remain if another living crea- 
ture does not take possession of the 
fang within 24 hours. 

This happened with Mordal, an 
assassin in the service of Baron von 
Kharkov, who was seen after his 
death in transparent, wraithlike 
form offering the dagger. After no 
one took the fang, Mordal’s ghost 
discovered it could take a solid 
form and has used this ability to 
try to rid itself of this cursed item 
ever since. 
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LE; AC -1/6; MV 9; HD 6; hp 48; 
THACO 15; #AT 1; Dmg age 10-40 
years; SA causes fear at first sight with 
aging of 10 years (save vs. paralyzation 
to avoid), keens once per day (all within 
20’ save vs death magic with +1 bonus 
or die); SD struck only by silver or mag- 
ical weapons when ethereal; immune to 
biologically based spells; SZ M; ML 
N/A; XP 7,000; MM/130 (Modified per 
VRGG, page 44). 

If the PC who got the dagger is killed, 
the Laughing Man will immediately 
turn invisible and leave. But if another 
PC picks up the fang of the nosferatu, he 
will be cursed. Worse yet, if he tries to 
give it away, Laughing Man will show 
up and haunt the PC just like he did 
Mordal. 

If Laughing Man is defeated, its spirit 
will also be released. But the PC who 
took the dagger will be stuck with the 
curse until someone figures out a way to 
get rid of it. This could be the beginning 
of a separate adventure. 

If Mordal’s ploy doesn’t work, and no 
PC will take the dagger, Mordal ex- 
claims, “Fine. Then if you won’t take it 
freely, let me show you the point I’m 
trying to make!” And he attacks merci- 
lessly with the fang of the nosferatu, 
focusing on whichever PC came closest 
to taking it (or the nearest if no one 
expressed an interest). 

Mordal (3rd magnitude Ravenloft 
ghost): INT very; AL LE; AC —2/4, MV 
9; HD 9; hp 63; THACO 11; #AT 1; Dmg 
1-4+3; SA causes fear at first sight with 
aging of 10 years (save vs. paralyzation 
to avoid) at will, uses illusions (with up 
to three senses active); SD struck only 
by +2 or better weapons when ethereal, 
+1 when solid, immune to biologically 
based spells; SZ M; ML N/A; XP 7,000; 
MM/130 (Modified per VRGG as noted 
in the text). 

During the battle with Mordal, 
Laughing Man will howl with amuse- 
ment, and shout encouragement to the 
PCs. (“All right! Someone finally has 
the guts to fight him! Hey, good shot! 
Look out, don’t let him cut you with 
that dagger!’’) 

If the PCs flee, Mordal will pursue 
them relentlessly until each one is dead 
from the fang. If the PCs defeat him, he 
will disappear with a ‘“Whump!” of 
yellowish-green smoke leaving the fang 
of the nosferatu on the ground. Hugo 
will then emerge from the woods, barely 


visible and chuckling. He says, “Too 
bad. Too bad. I was having a good time 
with Mordal, but enough was enough. 
Now I can rest. But before I depart, I 
must advise you—leave this dagger 
alone.’ And with that he fades into 
nonexistence. 

A PC who ignores Hugo’s advice and 
takes the dagger will fall under its 
curse. Leaving it alone is a good course 
of action. But a cleric may devise a 
ritual to get rid of it in another way, 
and the DM should allow some latitude 
in player ingenuity and reasoning to 
make this happen (a dispel evil or exor- 
cise spell with at least three flasks of 
holy water being poured on the blade 
during the spell’s casting). 

PCs who survive the adventure should 
be awarded a 3,000-XP story award plus 
the experience points for defeating 
Mordal. If a cleric PC thinks of a rea- 
sonable way to get rid of the fang, 
award him 1,500 XP. Anyone who vol- 
untarily takes the fang of the nosferatu 
into his possession gets no experience 
points, but with the curse of this item 
hanging on the PC’s soul, failure to gain 
experience will be the least of his wor- 
ries. Even if the PCs manage to get rid 
of the knife, they may encounter it 
again in the RAVENLOFT adventure Hour 
of the Knife. Q 
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